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Persistence in Pedagogy: Teaching Failure,
Empathy, and Citation
Ellen Gerdes

ABSTRACT     This self-re�exive essay addresses issues of teaching and pedagogy for social change
in the Trump era. It places current teaching re�ections in the context of the history of the
corporatization of the university, systemic inequities in academia, and current political debates. It
expands upon the structure of a teaching philosophy in order to share critical re�ection, relevant
sources, and pedagogical strategies drawn from the author’s experience teaching in dance
departments.

Since the 2016 presidential election of Donald Trump, several universities made headlines

for violence incited by “alt-right,” neo-nazi, and white supremacist groups. Most recently,

the University of Virginia saw the tragic death of a counter-protester at a terrifying white

supremacist rally. And when anti-Trump and anti-fascist student groups protested the

visit of “alt-right” celebrity Milo Yiannopoulous to UC Berkeley, Trump (on twitter)

attacked UC Berkeley for not permitting free speech. While many “alt-right” supporters

condemn so-called “political correctness” and take action under the guise of protecting

“free speech,” they ultimately argue for white patriarchal interests. Current pedagogical

trends, such as attempting to make teaching more inclusive for minoritarian students and

providing trigger warnings for victims of sexual assault, have been dismissed as coddling

university students, especially students of color, transgender students, and women. As an

example, in the Spring of 2016, prior to the presidential election, at UCLA, where I am a

PhD Candidate and Teaching Fellow, Yiannopoulous was invited by the UCLA Bruins

Republican Club for an event entitled “Feminism is Cancer” to “provide a critique of third-

wave feminism as it relates to topics including, but not limited to, free speech, the ‘gender

wage gap,’ ‘rape culture,’ social justice, cultural authoritarianism, and the emerging

phenomenon of safe space, microaggression, and trigger warning culture on college

campuses.”

As the “alt-right” aligns itself against certain university policies and pedagogical practices

intended to promote diversity, equity, and inclusion, teaching the current generation of

college students can feel urgent. Leading up to and since the 2016 election, my colleagues

and I have had many conversations about how to hold effective discussion on current

events and how to protect students and colleagues who might be targets of violence,

harassment, and even deportation. As a response to Trump’s election and the surging of

both hate crimes and hate groups since, academics and K-12 educators have frequently

stressed the importance of educating about these events via the format of the on-line

syllabus and curricula.  For example, as Trump blamed “both sides” in Charlottesville, the

UVa Graduate Student Coalition for Liberation had already prepared an in-progress

Charlottesville syllabus—a collection of resources on the history of white supremacist

groups, gentri�cation, eugenics, slavery, Jim Crow, and Confederate statues in

Charlottesville.  In short, an activist resistance often engages with creative education

practices and reform.
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At the same time, however, institutions of higher education can also be sites of limited

change due to deep-seated inequities that exist in selection of students, hiring practices,

tenuring biases, and pedagogies that privilege white, masculine, European and North

American epistemologies. It is well-known that the US academy suffers from the same

deep systemic biases as the country at large. As an example, recent studies demonstrate

that women score worse on university teaching evaluations  and that white men still get

tenured at the highest rates.  Moreover, neoliberalism’s hold on the American university

furthers the commodi�cation of higher education, which privileges upper/middle class

students who can afford skyrocketing tuition and disadvantages adjunct instructors

(disproportionately women and people of color) who face job precarity, low wages, and no

guarantee of bene�ts. According to Henry Giroux, the neoliberal value of the market

place over education for the social good has resulted in decreased support for programs

of study that are not business oriented, reduced support for research that does not

increase pro�ts, replacement of shared forms of governance with business management

models, ongoing exploitation of faculty labor, and use of student purchasing power as the

vital measure of a student’s identity, worth, and access to higher education.

In order to improve their teaching, faculty members might not have the necessary

�nancial support in their institutions, where teaching practices and development are not

necessarily prioritized. There is a lack of teacher training for college professors, and

institutions commonly push for high-pro�le research. Eric Gould argues that, in fact, the

corporatization of higher education, and along with it the conservative anti-intellectual

stance and the devaluation of the humanities, can be traced back a century, well before

our present political moment.  He even asserts that the move to co-educational and more

racially diverse student bodies in the 1970s was motivated by the �nancial necessity of

keeping enrollment up.

No matter the of�ces of diversity, inclusion, and equity created by universities, we also

need to prioritize teaching itself as a political act—one that requires the persistence and

embodiment of social protest. The idea that teaching is political is not new, but

universities have come under attack for a liberal bias among faculty and students. As

Daniel Saunders points out, besides neoliberalism’s effect on the economics of the

university, the neoliberal attitude affects students by implying that teaching can be

apolitical and that learning does not involve critical re�ection or action.  Michael Apple

argues that denying the inherent politics of teaching curricula is hegemonic.  The concept

of “student-centered learning,” although sometimes used as a buzzword, inherently asks

educators to re�ect on the power dynamics in their classes.  Well-known critical

pedagogues like Paulo Freire, John Dewey, bell hooks, and Henry Giroux assert that the

experience of our students matters to their learning; that they are not just empty

receptacles for the delivery of knowledge; that education can be a process of liberation

rather than control.  For those of us who teach critical theory and cultural studies, we

would be remiss to examine only our course content and not our teaching methodologies.

I have taught as an adjunct instructor and graduate student in dance departments, where I

value experiential learning that corresponds to the content: embodied knowledges,

histories, dialogues, and socio-politics.

To me, student-centered learning means giving up some of my power as teacher; checking

for student understanding and learning via assessment; and including the knowledge and

experiences my students bring to the table. This includes their bodily experiences.

Feminist educator bell hooks calls for true connections with our students that welcome

bodies, emotions, even love, and spirituality into the classroom.  All of my students

expect me to teach with compassion for their lives as young adults and their development

as thinkers, and I hope to teach with vulnerability as well. At the end of any college class I
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have taught, I am reminded that teaching is a process of profound trust between my

students and me. They trust me to guide them to ideas and experiences in dancing, in

writing, and in teaching that can disrupt their prior beliefs or assumptions. They trust me

to take care with their personal experiences, thoughts, and opinions as we collaborate in

class discussions. They trust me to be attentive with the work I assign them and evaluate

them fairly. They trust me to be mindful of their physical safety and histories. The teaching

statement as a document for self-advocacy in job searches or promotion can neglect the

complicated politics, messy improvisation, and frequent failures of teaching at the college

level. James M. Long advances four important steps to writing a “memorable teaching

philosophy” for getting hired at a university: (1) “Begin with the End” and ask “In what

ways is a student different” after taking your class? (2) “Make Distinctions” about how you

teach a variety of courses, (3) “Be speci�c” about your teaching methods and tell stories as

examples, and (4) “Cite your sources,” whether former teachers of yours or scholarship.

In what follows, I expand upon my teaching philosophy and share pedagogical resources,

strategies, and failures.

Teaching Failure 
As a white cisgender female, I strive to recognize my privilege and bias. I attempt to hold

myself accountable for the politics of my teaching by using self-re�ection, peer feedback,

and student feedback (and not just the university evaluations) as advocated for by scholar

and poet Jamila Lyiscott.  When teaching about Chinese cultural production, which is

related to my doctoral research, I often ask my students to question my role as an

authority. When they argue that I have committed signi�cant time, travel, and effort to

the study, which makes me an acceptable expert, I press them further to consider what

privilege I might have as a white American scholar speaking on Chinese dance and

publishing in English. And I do fail to see my privilege and bias. Recently, in a pedagogy

course, I asked graduate students to consider strategies for anti-oppressive teaching

based on �rst identifying their experiences of learning in oppressive classrooms. One

student revealed that the term “anti-oppressive” was not working for her because she felt

oppression was her day-to-day experience as an African American woman and felt

particularly isolated in academia. In preparation for this lesson, I had thought of times I

felt a loss of agency as a student (even as a graduate student), but I could not relate to her

experiences of day-to-day oppression or isolation in academia as many of my professors

and colleagues have shared my gender, class, and racial background.

Scholarship written by Lisa Delpit, Gloria Ladson-Billings, and Nyama McCarthy-Brown

reminds us that to be student-centered is to have concern for cultural relevancy, not

tokenism;  to include students’ knowledge and perspective in the classroom means to

center their cultural knowledge—language, arts, even concerns for justice in their

communities—within the curriculum. Teaching from a student-centered philosophy does

not mean approaching a class with a savior complex but rather learning about students’

realities, what scholar Christopher Emdin calls reality pedagogy. His concept of reality

pedagogy aims to highlight how students and teachers can co-teach and create a co-

generative dialogue, drawing inspiration from the model of a hip hop cipher.  Teaching

with students’ goals, experiences, and cultural in�uences in mind involves constant

re�ection by the instructor—re�ection not always encouraged in the academy. When it is

clear that my students don’t see the value of the assigned work, that I’ve made

assumptions about their lives, or that I haven’t managed to guide a conversation across

lines of difference, I fail. And try again.

I return again and again to the motivation that I am responsible for fostering what Ken

Bains refers to as deep learning, versus strategic learning.  If my students cannot engage

with the course material past wanting to earn an A, I have not tried hard enough to learn
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about how to meet them where they are—to notice what excites and inspires them, as

well as what challenges them to move beyond previous boundaries they have set for

themselves and their thinking (and dancing). Regardless of my goals, I must also trust my

students’ willingness to connect deeply to material when I am thoughtful about its

relevance to their lives. I �nd that when I begin doubting the time my students put into

their outside work or am suspicious of their attention in class, I’ve lost the trust that I owe

them. At times when I notice my frustrations or my students’ lack of engagement, teaching

is an exciting process of persistence. Just like when I call my representatives frequently, I

sense failure repeatedly, and can respond with persistence.

Due to my belief in student agency and mutual learning, I often strive to teach in such a

way to minimize my authority in the classroom. I borrow from Freirian inspiration to teach

against authoritarian power structures. Of course, the election of Donald Trump made

many Americans fear authoritarian rule, dictatorship, and fascism; there was even a

theory �oating around that Trump supporters shared authoritarian tendencies.  Putting

faith in my students and striving to be anti-authoritarian in the classroom, however, isn’t

simple. After the 2016 election, I’ve thought more and more about my position and

responsibility as a white woman, particularly in relation to the statistic that more white

women voted for Trump than for Clinton and in regards to critiques of white womanhood

and the Women’s March in January 2017. My white and class privilege permit me easy

access to teaching in the university classroom, and I want to leave room for my students

to co-create the learning environment. I make such attempts through active learning

strategies such as students speaking in partners and small groups, via assignments that

ask students to teach one another, and by carefully crafting the spatial dynamics of my

classrooms. I have even recently worked to incorporate breaks from sitting to lose as

much as possible the physicality of student obedience. These strategies, however, cannot

change the overarching white patriarchal structures that remain in US universities.

When I teach the teaching assistant preparation classes in my department, the graduate

students point out that giving up power in our classrooms will not affect us each the same

way; more power is already granted and expected of white cisgender heterosexual male

instructors. Graduate TAs who are women of color have frequently spoken about the way

undergraduate students disrespect their expertise and authority, especially surrounding

grading and of�ce hour etiquette. I have also wondered when students speak over me,

complain about the amount that I smile on my teaching evaluations, or question my

grading procedures, whether they would treat an older white male professor the same

way. In the academic system that evaluates student work based on grades, grading

sometimes becomes a place to demonstrate our power as instructors, and for

minoritarian instructors, grades can confer the authority that the students won’t assume.

Undergraduate students’ biases around race, gender, and sexuality are supported by

universities’ systems of hiring and tenuring that disproportionately privilege white

men.  Adjunct instructors, who often do not receive bene�ts or guarantee of continued

employment, and graduate teaching assistants, who frequently work more hours than

their contracts, hold so little power within the universities that, nevertheless, vitally

depend upon our labor. Therefore, minimizing our authority or relaxing our power in the

classroom is not always the answer. My students have taught me that it is just as valuable

for students to learn to see instructors who are systemically denied power as experts. As

another example, a former teacher of mine learned to use the title “Dr.” to show her

students that xican@ students can earn PhDs. While it seems ideal to shape a democratic

classroom and undo authoritarianism in higher education, just backing away from

authority isn’t the whole solution. During the 2016 election, I also felt the failures of

democracy—how to access information, how to protect voting rights, how to keep people
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engaged in voting, how to support disenfranchised groups who would not be signi�cantly

helped by any election outcome.

With teaching failures comes necessary persistence. Sometimes, this involves signi�cantly

changing assignments and re-grouping as a class. In my graduate class for TAs in the spring

after the election, an African American MFA student taught a lesson about dance and

slavery. She had each of us choreograph a short solo, then asked us to perform this solo

while pressed up against each other standing. We were physically cramped and our

choreographic ideas sti�ed. Then, she asked us to lie on top of one another. By the time

the �fth student laid down, we were concerned for the safety of the student at the bottom

of the pile. I had to opt out because I was pregnant at the time. This lesson provoked a

conversation about safety. What does it mean to approach a safe space and for whom?

Was the student on the bottom of the pile any more vulnerable to harm than minoritarian

students in everyday classroom experiences? A white female student suggested that the

serious nature of the content might make students feel less able to opt out if they needed

to; they wouldn’t want to seem like they didn’t care about slavery. In response, the student

leading the session wondered at whether she could opt out of (historically white) contact

improvisation exercises when she didn’t feel like touching a partner.

We ran out of time. I knew upon leaving the class that the conversation wasn’t over. I

heard from several students that they felt they had left the conversation with something

unsaid. Although I pride myself on thinking through feedback structures that allow the

presenter agency, I worried I had failed to give the student more of a chance to lead the

conversation. Even though we always felt pressed for time, I returned to the conversation

the next week. We asked more questions about what “safety” could mean in the context of

our classrooms, and whether safety was something attainable or even approachable. We

asked more questions about “self-advocacy” and which students might feel more

empowered to advocate for their position, opinion, or personal safety in class and why.

We asked more questions about the importance of “risk-taking” because signi�cant

learning can happen when we are challenged, but not when we are in fear. Several

students ended up in tears. We took the time to listen to one another and agreed that we

might never fully achieve a safe space.

Teaching Empathy 
In the above example, the graduate student led us through a process of choreography to

empathize with the conditions of US slavery. In the end, we also empathized with one

another’s everyday safety both through the vulnerability required by her exercise and our

extended conversation. Empathy, too, became a frequent topic leading up to the 2016

election: Should you block anyone with different political preferences on your social

media or should you try to understand their arguments? How should you speak to loved

ones who voted differently? Should you give them a chance to explain and try to see from

their side? For me, I felt the limits of empathy. There were sexist and racist ideologies that

I did not want to try on. Somewhat con�ict averse, I wondered how to mediate varied

political beliefs in the classroom. Could I really mediate a discussion of very different

perspectives on immigration, for example? How could I protect my minoritarian students

who might be attacked by such an open conversation? Isn’t it my responsibility not to

permit the “both sides are at fault” false equivalency promoted by Trump after

Charlottesville? Still, I think that it is worth attempting a cultivation of empathy in the

classroom and worth sensing its limits.

As a scholar of performance, I aim to guide students in a process of analyzing power

dynamics involved in performance. We look together at the socio-historical contexts that

surround the making, performing, and viewing of embodied works. For example, we might



compare the aesthetic of women dancing in a classical ballet, such as Swan Lake, with the

ballet from the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the Red Detachment of Women. We contrast

the support of the male partner to the female in the classical ballet to the assertive

posturing of the army battalion of women on pointe. We view promotional videos for the

hugely successful Chinese dance concert Shen Yun to ask what American audience

expectations and Orientalist stereotypes are ful�lled by advertising this dance as “5,000

years of civilization. Live on stage.”  Especially non-majors, who take my courses for

general education credit, might be thinking about meaning-making and issues of

representation in performance for the �rst time. This type of thinking can, for many

students, feel frustrating; performance is often, after all, quite abstract. Experiences with

movement often give them access to both empathy and conceptual analysis.

To stop at the step of recognizing issues in cultural representation and critique does not

accomplish conversation across lines of difference. And to only watch and discuss

performance misses out on the potential for embodied learning activities to expand our

thinking, let us feel vulnerable with one another, relate to one another more intimately,

and approach empathy. For non-majors, this learning can take place through a dance

workshop or even a workshop in everyday gestures. In particular, dance departments’

strong orientation toward the body allows for us to connect to urgent conversations

surrounding the surveillance and violence toward the black male body in the US. The

work on the black body in Ta-Nehisi Coates Between the World and Me and Claudia

Rankine’s Citizen: An American Lyric pair well with such an inquiry.  I’ve assigned

students the texts and ask them to create gestures from excerpts, sometimes using the

authors’ words like a score for the body and other times asking the gestures to represent

the mood or concept conveyed by the authors. We shared these gestures and tried them

on our own bodies. We discussed what came up for each of us in taking these words into

our own bodies, and what might have been lost. In the humanities, European and North

American literary (and patriarchal) ways of knowing and communicating are still

privileged; arts and performance classes can try on other epistemologies that value

students’ bodily experience in the world.

Teaching Citation 
In the 2016 presidential campaign, Melania Trump’s words that almost precisely copied

First Lady Michelle Obama’s speech reminded many Americans of the countless instances

that white culture has appropriated black culture. As writers, we are taught to cite our

sources and to conduct exhaustive research in order to ascertain original contributions;

otherwise, we face punitive consequences. As educators, we use our syllabi as a means for

citing written sources, but we don’t always acknowledge the lineage of our teaching

methods. In dance technique classes, it is common practice to borrow movement warm-

ups and sequences from our teachers. I have had teachers who name the origins of the

movement or the lineage, which not only gives credit where credit is due but also

evidences dance lineages outside of European and North American white dance. As

teachers, we bring a lot of people into the room with us—authors, guest teachers,

mentors, community members. In every class I teach, I enjoy bringing in guests who can

provide different teaching methods and share different life experiences than me. In

addition, I reference my teachers; sometimes, this means showing video, such as of my

Chinese dance teachers, so that students also see my embodiment of movement as a

process of translation. Recently, I began asking my students to tell me about their

signi�cant teachers via an audio essay. This assignment gives me a lens into meaningful

transitions in their lives and important aspects of their identities.

When I begin creating a syllabus for a course, I search for reading material that is both

accessible (�nancially and content-wise) and disciplinarily diverse. I have been inspired by
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anthropologist Angela Jenks’s recommendations to professors to avoid over-assigning

work, especially keeping in mind students that work their way through college.  I borrow

a strategy from one of my mentors, Sarah Hilsendager, assigning different groups of

students different readings depending on relevance to their interest, in order to attain a

breadth of readings in the class without overloading each student and provide a structure

for students to teach each other content.  I also look at the authors as a whole in terms

of representations of gender, race, and ethnicity, and even authors who work outside the

academy. When I ask students to present on their readings, I include in the assignment the

task of looking up the author to share with the class. I �nd that students can slip into

misgendering all authors as “he,” or can be unaware of who teaches in their home

university . . . or even the range of universities and communities that produce research.

My mentors were not lecturers, but in the academy, lecturing is often viewed as

quintessential college teaching. Oration, of course, is also associated with a male style of

expressing knowledge, which was much discussed during the 2016 presidential campaign.

 Some lecturers are incredibly engaging, but I �nd myself in agreement with bell hooks

who has critiqued the lecture as a spectacle or performance for passive participants:

“When we as a culture begin to be serious about teaching and learning, the large lecture

will no longer occupy the prominent space that has held for years.”  Another one of my

pedagogy mentors, Karen Bond, has general education students design and lead a dance

experience in relation to a reading rather than present on the “main points.”  I �nd this a

wonderfully dif�cult critical thinking assignment and borrow this strategy. How do we

translate these ideas into bodily action? It is not a straightforward task.

The graduate students I work with also ask how to involve students in projects of social

action, putting theory into practice, particularly outside of a university setting. As Henry

Giroux and Susan Giroux argue, it isn’t enough to teach our students to critique, but also

to do our part as public intellectuals: “pedagogy’s role lies not only in changing how people

think about themselves, their relationship to others and the world, but also in energizing

students and others to engage in those struggles that further possibilities for living in a

more just and fairer society.”  I return now to how the online syllabus itself has become a

form for social justice—such as the revisionist Trump Syllabus 2.0.  I learned from my

students that engaging with the syllabus as a means for curating knowledge gives them

the opportunity to re�ect on how they have been taught in the academy and revise for

what they envision as more equitable teaching and learning. Assigning Raquel Monroe’s

article, “‘I Don’t Want to Do African . . . What about my Technique?’: Transforming Dancing

Places into Spaces in the Academy” has allowed both undergraduates and graduates to

think critically about the politics of curricular design and to re�ect upon how the academy

privileges European and North American white aesthetics and epistemologies.  Instead

of writing an essay, when students design a syllabus, they consider who we should treat as

an authoritative voice, what we should watch, what to legitimate as knowledge, and what

experiences we can have together that promote a communal learning process. Then, the

syllabus becomes a creative act rather than the document of due dates and policies often

ignored by students, much to professors’ frustration. From the activist syllabus, we can

learn that re�ections on our teaching matter to political acts of resistance and that our

teaching always occurs in conversation with others—those within and outside of our

classrooms, including those who have paved the way forward.
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